An innovative model improving success at university for regional Australians suffering educational and social disadvantage
Further Education (TAFE) qualifications to upgrade their qualification to RN without having to leave families and communities to study. However, many rural and remote ENs faced significant barriers to participation in this course 5, 6 .
Issue
The authors recognised that prospective nursing students from rural and isolated areas were non-traditional learners 5, 7 and that flexibility in the mode of study was not sufficient to address their unique needs. Experience suggested that the barriers such students face affect not only their transition to and success in further studies, but also their access to higher education. This is significant when rural background has been established as the most influential factor in shaping health professionals' decision to practise in regional areas 8, 9 .
Among ENs studying the bachelor of nursing by DE, many are mature age and have not studied for many years, are first generation university students, may not have completed secondary school education, have no idea of what university study entails and are poorly prepared for university study.
They hold the view that university is only for elite students, and are in awe of the people and processes they will encounter 5, 6 . Overcoming the barriers these individuals face is important for regional communities that need the skilled, professional workforce of their metropolitan counterparts.
Lessons learned The program included the following elements 14 :
• an introduction to CSU and the bachelor of nursing course: course progression, residential schools, clinical placements, costs and scholarships
• the CSU application process
• a panel of current students and graduates
• expectations of university studies
• learning in an online environment
• assessment of personal preparedness for tertiary study
• an overview of TAFE, area health services (AHS) and CSU preparation programs and support people
• understanding yourself as a learner
• staying motivated and in control of your studies
• planning for tertiary study.
Understanding enrolment processes and course progression is challenging for prospective students. The nursing academic was able to provide an overview of the course, explain requirements for attendance at residential schools and clinical placements, and to talk participants through the application process. The opportunity to do this face-to-face and to share personal experience of teaching DE students built a personal connection between participants and university staff.
Staff from the university, AHSs and TAFE outlined what university study entails, and the supports available to students in their own communities and the university. The third key point occurred after the provision of information on the initial day when many students felt overwhelmed and isolated. An activity that used a series of black and white photographs allowed participants to share their feelings, and it quickly became apparent that they were not alone in their fears, concerns and questions. Reducing the sense of isolation was particularly important because some participants were moving outside the expected norms of their family and social group, and would need to develop a separate identity. One participant commented:
I could see that if I started the course there would be a fantastic network of support from [other participants] who were like me … studying and working and we would be there together. Learning would not be competitive.
The strongest theme to emerge from the workshop evaluations was that individuals felt I can do this. While almost all participants reported they had perceived university as a 'foreign' place, and that they doubted their ability to study at a university level, the workshop was seen to build their motivation and incentive to strive towards a new goal.
Participants commented that: they were 'encouraged' by the recognition that 'they had some of the skills they needed';
there were established pathways to build around their identified skill deficits; other university students were 'like them'; and the university learning environment would be 'supportive'. Participants' comments indicated that the new information on skill and resource requirements, preenrolment courses and scholarship applications evoked conscious planning and, more importantly, the enactment of these plans.
The timing of the workshops also gave participants the opportunity to prepare for study by applying for scholarships and enrolling in 'study link' (pre-enrolment) subjects offered by the university. They also had time to access local support to assist them with their study and to set up their study environment at home, which included having discussions with their family and in the workplace.
Outcomes
Students left the workshop with:
• an understanding of the course requirements
• knowledge of how to complete the application form
• knowledge about how to find and apply for available scholarships
• the opportunity to have met and interacted with university staff and other prospective students
• an assessment of their current and future needs
• an awareness of support available to them prior to and during their studies
• a personal plan to prepare them for their studies 
Nursing and beyond
We believe the model has potential application beyond prospective nursing students, to prospective rural and remote students in other disciplines. The success of working in partnership with government and community organisations is essential to addressing workforce requirements and improving the health and wellbeing of potential students in rural communities. Current further evaluation of the model will assess its success and provide suggestions for improvement and wider application.
